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The Advent readings approach the Christmas story circuitously.  They wind around 
it, so that we can view the coming action from different perspectives, and so appre-
ciate it more fully, with all its nuances.  We have read of the need for God, for Christ, 
for his first coming and for his coming again.  Then we have read about the procla-
mation of the message, and thought about our need to be messengers of the gospel 
as well.  Last week we thought about the need to look for God, to search for him, to 
keep our eyes open, if we are not to miss him, as he has this habit of turning up 
where we do not expect him, but where he is most needed.  A long and winding road 
to get around to the heart of the matter – the coming of Jesus.  And finally, today we 
begin to tell that all-important story. 
 
One of the things that telling a story after the event can do, and most often does do, 
is that it can collapse the time-scale.  Here we are, this morning reading about the 
angel telling Mary that she will have a baby, and tomorrow, indeed tonight, we will be 
reading and talking and singing about his birth.  I know that many pregnant women 
wish that the nine-months of gestation would be a bit shorter or go faster, but I doubt 
any would want it to be as quick as that!  You need to get ready for a baby.  You 
need to get ready physically – bedding and clothes and so on – but you also need to 
get yourself ready.  It’s not easy to go from the state of non-motherhood to mother-
hood.  Everything changes, and although you can never really appreciate just how 
much everything is going to change until it happens – and that is probably just as 
well – still, you need time to get used to the idea. 
 
Mary really had a lot to get her head around.  Although she would expect to conceive 
when she was married, she had no thoughts of it yet.  She was going from girl-hood 
to motherhood all at once.  Of course, she wasn’t the first or the last, by any means, 
who has done this; but not in this way.  She also had the angel to factor in.  This was 
not a small matter. 
 
It was a good thing, I think, that Gabriel came to Mary when she was alone.  Imagine 
if her mother or Father had been present!  Imagine the “advice” that they would give 
their daughter when the angel said that she was to become pregnant.  They wouldn’t 
want that for her: they wouldn’t want it for the shame on their family, probably, but as 
good parents, they wouldn’t want it for their daughter, who was not yet ready to be a 
mother – I wonder if any parents ever think their daughter is ready to be a mother?  
After all, they know about the challenges of parenting, and she does not, cannot.  
Would Mary’s parents have encouraged her to say “yes” to the angel? 
 
And yet, that yes was needed.  As we plunge into the heart of the story, the lesson 
that comes to us is that we have a need to accept.   
 



Life is always full of uncertainties.  This is what children find it hard to get their heads 
round as they grow up: that nothing is certain, that even the things which seemed 
like fixed points in their universe when they were younger, may change or fail – that 
life is not always fair, though it should be; that parents are people too; that actions or 
choices will not always have the intended consequences, or even have the same 
consequences each time!  Life is an uncertain business.  Of course, that is what 
makes it interesting, but it does not always make it easy or comfortable. 
 
To accept what happens to us as part of God’s plan for us is not always easy to do.  
To accept what happens to us as part of God’s plan for more than just us, as Mary 
was asked to do, is even harder.  But all our lives are intertwined.  If you have good 
news, you make others happy.  If you have a misfortune, others experience concern 
or sadness along with you.   It is not always the intentionally big decisions or actions 
which end up changing the world.   
 
Any response to the world that is one of faith is a response that can change things.  
We should never underestimate the faith and the strength of Mary. “I am the Lord’s 
servant” is an affirmation of faith that goes beyond many of his disciples. A woman 
dedicates her life and risks death and censure to be the mother of our Lord. She sac-
rifices herself, in as much as she offers up her whole self to God for God’s service. 
Before we find ourselves on the plain of Bethlehem with the shepherds, or, later, 
walking down the road with the Good Samaritan in Luke’s Gospel, we are with an-
other person who had no legal status within Israel’s society, as she responds to God.  
Her acceptance of what might at best look like an ambivalent situation will change 
the world. 
 
Mary had to accept, and we also have to accept.  Easy to say.  Acceptance is not the 
way of the world.  It is not fashionable.  We teach our children to know their rights, to 
stand up for themselves, to expect the best.  When things don’t go well, don’t go the 
way we hope we look for someone to blame.  The trends of our culture, tell us that 
where there is a fault there is also a profit to be made.  It’s all quite a different atti-
tude from Mary’s statement: Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me ac-
cording to your word.” 
 
We did not read, but we have sung the Magnificat, Mary’s paean of praise, which 
she sang once she had had time to think about all this for a while.  And in it, Mary 
talks about the changes her society – and ours – needed, changes promised by 
generations of prophets. She sang about God’s mercy, and how God is not for those 
who are strong in worldly ways or proud of their status; she sang about the powerful 
being brought low and the humble being lifted up, about the hungry being filled with 
good things.  How are these things to happen if we are called to be accepting of the 
life God gives us? 
 
The thing is, what Mary sings about is her prayer for others.  She is praying that as 
God’s promises are being fulfilled in her child, so those who had had to accept un-
fairness and injustice and hardship will find that their lives are transformed.  Our call-
ing as Christians is to think and work for the good of others, not ourselves.  The most 
shining examples of Christian peace, peace of mind and heart, are those who forget 
about themselves, who accept what comes their way, whether joy or sorrow, and 
who spend themselves in working for the good of others.  They may spend them-
selves in feeding the hungry or in fighting injustice, in tending the sick or in lobbying 
for greater availability of medicines where they are needed.  They may spend them-
selves in caring for just one person who needs them – a child, or an adult with spe-



cial needs, or a parent wresting with some of the deprivations that can come with 
age.   
 
To be accepting for ourselves does not mean that we become general doormats!  It 
means that we are freed from worrying about our own lives, so that we can concen-
trate on bringing God’s love, which is tenderness, which is justice, which is equity, to 
those who need it.  Show me the person who does this, and you will be showing me 
someone who is at peace with themselves, and at peace with their own lives. 
 
We read a flamboyant and ungrammatical excerpt from the end of the letter to the 
Romans this morning.  Within it, as Paul heaps phrase upon phrase and seems to 
forget by the end of the sentence what he had set out to say – though it was to be in 
praise of God.  Within this excerpt Paul refers to the command of God being to “bring 
about the obedience of faith.” (16:26).  As we plunge into the heart of the story, this 
is the lesson that Mary can teach us.  Faith is obedient to God. 
 
Faith accepts God’s presence in our lives, as Mary did, and accepts what he asks us 
to receive at his hand.  Faith also looks to the good of others, and seeks to play its 
part in bringing in God’s kingdom by the way that the life of faith is lived looking out-
ward, not inward.  Accepting is a beginning, not an ending in our lives.  There is still 
a lot of uncertainty, so many what ifs, so many twists and turns of our roads that we 
can’t even begin to predict, never mind the ones that we fear.  But uncertainty loses 
its power to stall us and daunt us, if we have placed our lives into the hands of God.  
The odd or difficult things that might be asked of us – and they likely won’t be as odd 
or difficult as what was asked of young Mary – become part of an adventure, not an 
interruption to a self-evolved plan for life.   
 
Tonight, we will celebrate the birth of Christ, and from then on he becomes the focus 
of the story, and Mary’s part fades from the centre of the stage.  She wouldn’t mind.  
She had her baby to bring up, and that didn’t happen all in the time it takes to read a 
few verses.  When we accept what God asks of us, when we put our lives in his 
hands and trust him, sometimes we may be the centre of attention for a while, and at 
other times we may seem to be ignored.  But it won’t matter, because God will be 
with us, in changes or in routine, in quietness of heart or in turmoil of circumstances.  
May we, like Mary accept from God’s hand, and watch to see to what ends God may 
use our faith. Amen. 
 

--- ooo --- 


